Bui lding upon a regional economic development initiative launched by the Council on Competitiveness (2006) and sponsored by the Economic Development Administration (EDA), the Employment and Training Administration (ETA) of the U.S. Department of Labor promoted and funded the Workforce Innovation in Regional Economic Development (WIRED) Initiative. In late 2005, ETA released a solicitation for grant applications (SGA) for WIRED that stated, "The ultimate goal of the WIRED Initiative is to expand employment and advancement opportunities for American workers and catalyze the creation of high-skill and high-wage opportunities."
As a result of this solicitation, 13 regions were awarded grants in 2006 totaling $15 million each ($5 million per year for three years). They became known as the Generation I WIRED regions. Another 13 regions were awarded planning grants of $100,000 and were designated as virtual sites. In October 2006, the ETA awarded a contract to Berkeley Planning Associates and its partner, the University of California, San Diego, to evaluate the Generation I regions. In January 2007, the virtual regions were designated as Generation II WIRED grantees and were awarded a total of $5 million in funding over three years. 1 In February 2007, a second SGA was released for Generation III regions.
2 Again, 13 regions were selected, and as with the Generation II regions, these sites were granted a total of $5 million over three years. In late fall 2007, the ETA awarded a contract to Public Policy Associates of Lansing, Michigan, and its partner, the Upjohn Institute, to evaluate Generation II and III of WIRED and do a cross-generational (Generations I, II, and III) assessment of the WIRED strategy.
The evaluation contracts are ongoing, and the two evaluation teams have each published two interim reports of the fi ndings (Almandsmith et al. 2008 (Almandsmith et al. , 2009 Hewat et al. 2009; Hollenbeck et al. forthcoming) . The purpose of this article is to summarize key fi ndings to date from these evaluations. It proceeds fi rst by presenting the notion of a regional collaborative and comparing and contrasting that type of entity to a local workforce board and a workforce intermediary. The article then reviews some of the fi ndings from the evaluators' interim reports and draws some conclusions about the extent to which Employment Research JULY 2010 WIRED has resulted in or contributed to a transformation of the workforce system.
Regional Collaborations
For purposes of this article, we will refer to the WIRED regions as regional collaborations. 3 We posit that such collaborations differ in fundamental ways from local workforce investment boards (LWIBs) and from workforce intermediaries. Table 1 displays several characteristics of each of these types of entities.
In general, the regional collaborations are broader in concept and operation than either LWIBs or workforce intermediaries. Although as mentioned below, the ETA attempted to refocus some of the efforts of the WIRED regions on disadvantaged workers, but for the most part, the regions see the entire labor force and employers as their target populations. Geographically, regional collaborations tend to involve multiple labor markets and may cross state boundaries. The strategies employed by regional collaborations may include building linkages with the educational system, with the goal of integrating and strengthening science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM) instruction.
Interim Findings from the Evaluations
The Almandsmith et al. (2008) report, subtitled 2007 Interim Evaluation Report, is mainly based on site visits to the Generation I regions early in their implementation. Most of the analyses in that report focus on the progress that sites have made in launching their initiatives. The analyses point out the wide variation in contexts across the sites in terms of regional economic structure, political and jurisdictional boundaries, prior collaborative efforts, and other factors. The report presents a typology of early implementation in which three regions were identifi ed as being accelerated by WIRED, seven regions were jumpstarted by WIRED, and three regions were launched by WIRED.
The report notes that the most prevalent type of organization administering the WIRED initiatives were economic development entities. Furthermore, it indicates that (single) steering committees were the primary governance structure, and that early implementation progress was considerably impeded by two factors: 1) recruiting staff and turnover, and 2) having to redirect funds and priorities after receiving ETA clarifi cations about allowable use of funds.
Hewat et al. (2009) also document the early implementation of WIRED initiatives in the Generation II and III regions. Their report indicates that many of the same phenomena pointed out in the interim report for the Generation I regions held true for the Generation II and III regions as well. The report fi nds that the pre-WIRED economic, political, and cultural contexts of the regions shaped each region's initiatives and pace of implementation. It also documents the regions' frustration with what offi cials considered to be inconsistent and changing messages from ETA, as well as glacial approval processes for implementation plans.
A slight difference between the fi rst interim reports for Generation I and for Generations II and III is that the latter acknowledges that the regions created formal governance structures but portrays the leadership of each region as comprised of three rings rather than emanating from a single steering committee. The report states: ". . . core leaders serve as the intellectual center and energy for the initiative. A second ring of leaders are actively engaged but do not have fi nal authority for committing resources. A third ring includes individuals who lead particular aspects of the implementation plan, such as a sectorspecifi c project."
Much of the data for the Hewat et al. (2009) report come from site visits. Many of the individuals who were interviewed offered opinions about the value of taking a regional approach, noting that the most (2009) is that the evaluation team did not identify any signifi cant differences in governance structures or activities between the Generation II and Generation III regions, save a signifi cantly larger amount of leveraged resources in the former. This may have occurred because several of the Generation II regions had to curtail their original plans due to the signifi cant decrease in grant funds, but they remained committed to their overall goals as stated in the Generation I proposal and found other funding sources to fi ll the gaps. In contrast, the funding expectations for Generation III regions were clear from the start. Almandsmith et al. (2009) offer another snapshot of the Generation I regions based on a second site visit toward the end of the grant period. A signifi cant event that affected all of the regions was the Great Recession that began in December 2007. The downturn signifi cantly reduced employment opportunities for emerging workers, and also reduced public, private, and philanthropic support for the local and regional initiatives. The report notes that little change had occurred in the regions in terms of governance and management structures, although two regions expanded their targeted industrial sectors because of the economy's negative impact on their primary sectoral targets. Also, because of a change in emphasis at the ETA, a few other regions turned some attention to disadvantaged worker populations. 4 As regions progressed into the operational phase, there was a natural shift in emphasis from planning and development to worker training and other education-related activities. Many regions offered activities to promote entrepreneurship, and many invested resources in the talent development pipeline. Many also supported some sort of STEM activity. Almandsmith et al. (2009) suggest that two signifi cant regulatory events occurred in 2008 that affected all of the regions. First, the ETA undertook fi scal monitoring reviews that resulted in a signifi cant number of disallowed costs, primarily because the Generation I regional leaders were not from the workforce system and thus were not familiar with regulations; however, there were some differences in interpretation among the ETA monitors assigned to the regions, which was a contributing factor. Second, the ETA developed and disseminated an accountability framework that included quarterly reporting of the common measures. According to stakeholders in numerous regions, these events shifted the focus of the regional initiatives toward accountability and cost documentation and away from the emphasis on collaboration, innovation, and transformation that had rallied regional stakeholders around WIRED.
The second interim report for the evaluation of the Generation II and III regions (Hollenbeck et al. forthcoming) is based almost exclusively on selfreported data from a survey of regions' partners, which was conducted before this evaluation team's second round of site visits and independent of any fallout from fi nancial audits and accountability frameworks. The survey results indicated that all of the regions had representation in their partnerships from all stakeholder groups. However, more partners came from the educational sector than any other organization type.
The survey queried respondents about the context for the region's initiative in terms of collaboration and trust. Asked to recall the context of the region in 2006, almost 100 percent of respondents indicated that when the WIRED grants became available, the political and social climate in their region was ripe for starting a transformative collaboration. Considerably smaller percentages of respondents, but still over half, characterized the historical context of collaboration in their region as one of working together or trust.
The survey presented respondents with a scale to describe the stage of collaboration currently in existence in their region. This scale, in ascending order of maturity, ranged from coexistence to communication to coordination to cooperation to collaboration. The survey respondents on average rated themselves in the range between coordination and cooperation. Finally, more than 90 percent of the partners perceived the outcomes at that point in time as quite benefi cial for their organization and its "ability to improve the job skills of our regional workforce." 5 In summary, the interim reports of the WIRED evaluations paint a picture of engaged and effective regional partnerships that are facilitating training (including entrepreneurial activities) and educational pipeline investment, especially in STEM areas. It is likely that signifi cant benefi ts are accruing to the individuals and organizations involved in the regional initiatives and engaged in the regional and national networks that were formed to support learning and sharing of strategies, innovative practices, and lessons learned.
In our opinion, some signifi cant issues that have not been addressed in the interim reports include the costs in terms of resources and time that have gone into the partnerships. Without cost information, it is impossible to gauge benefi ts against costs or estimate roughly a return on the federal investment. 
Transformation?
The 2007 SGA for the Generation III regions indicated that "a key focus for WIRED is to implement strategies that will result in their workforce investment system becoming a key component of their region's economic development strategy." The solicitation goes on to say, "In this vision, elements of a transformed (emphasis added) workforce system are:
• The workforce system operates as a talent development system; it is no longer defi ned as a job training system.
• Workforce investment system formula funds are transformed, providing tuition assistance for postsecondary education for lifelong learning opportunities aligned with the region's talent development strategy.
• The workforce investment system no longer operates as an array of siloed programs and services.
• The workforce investment boards are structured and operate on a regional basis.
• Economic and workforce development regions are aligned, and these regions adopt common and innovative policies that support talent development and the regional economy.
• The workforce investment system is agile enough to serve the innovation economy.
• The workforce investment system actively collaborates with economic development, business, and education partners to gather and analyze a wide array of current and real time workforce and economic data.
The interim reports note that a number of signifi cant changes have occurred or are occurring in the 39 regions. But, as Almandsmith et al. (2009) state, "The changes observed do not (yet) rise to the level of 'transformation' of the full workforce system." However, site visitors have met with key partners from many regions who have articulated a vision of change that may take more than three years to fully realize.
Notes
1. These regions applied for funding under the fi rst SGA and therefore had proposed scopes of work under the expectation of receiving $15 million. During the planning period and early implementation phase, the scopes were necessarily reduced, but the regions leveraged considerable funding.
2. Unlike the other two generations, the Generation III applicants were required to have the lead individual or a co-lead individual from the public workforce system.
3. The geographic areas identifi ed through the EDA initiative titled Regional Innovation Clusters seem to essentially be the same as what we refer to as regional collaborations. See EDA (2010).
4. The ETA made additional funds available to regions that were ready to put a special emphasis on these job seekers.
5. All of the survey data need to be analyzed with caution due to the potential for response biases and to the vagaries of selfreported data.
